Cognitive functioning, symptoms, and work in supported employment: a review and heuristic model.
Supported employment has been shown to improve the employment outcomes of clients with severe mental illness (SMI), but many clients who receive this service still fail to achieve their vocational goals. There is a need to better understand how illness-related impairments interfere with work, and how supported employment services deal with those impairments in order to improve the employment outcomes of clients with SMI. We conducted a review of research on the relationship between cognitive functioning, symptoms, and competitive employment in clients with SMI. Based on this review, we developed a heuristic model of supported employment that proposes specific interactions between cognitive factors, symptoms, vocational services, and employment outcomes. The review indicated that cognitive functioning and symptoms were strongly related to work in studies of general psychiatric samples. In studies of clients participating in vocational rehabilitation programs, associations between cognitive functioning, symptoms, and work were also present, but were attenuated, suggesting that vocational rehabilitation compensates for the effects of some cognitive impairments and symptoms on work. We describe a heuristic model of supported employment that posits specific and testable effects of cognitive domains and symptoms on vocational services and employment outcomes. Supported employment appears to work by compensating for the effects of cognitive impairment and symptoms on work. The model may serve as a guide for research aimed at understanding how supported employment works, and for developing supplementary strategies designed to improve the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of supported employment services.